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DEVELOPING THE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
Tom Harpool !I
What is the theme of this short course? "In your Hands!" What is
in your hands? Setting the cleaning equipment correctly? Yes, but most
of you are already approaching 98, 99 or even 99.50% perfection. What
then is "In your hands?" Is it being sure of your quality control
program, selling better varieties, management of the technical operations, proper seed handling or conditioning? It is all of these things.
However, if you discovered as I did that your bins and warehouses
were full of seed oats but the mules that ate the oats your seed produced had all been replaced by a newer technology, tractors. What would
you do? What good is the technology, quality control, processing or
management which were designed for oats if the oat business is gone?
I could tell you that the problem is, "In your hands " but what
would you say? You could pass the buck to your boss or associates and
say, "Its in your hands . " What would you really say if confronted with
this problem? "It's in your hands" or "It's in my hands? If you answer , "It's in my hands so l et me help workout the solution," you posses
the elements that contribute to a successful personal phi l osophy which
will carry you through the ups and downs, the successes and reverses of
both your business and personal life . The above problem was real,
whether I liked it or not the solution was, "In my hand. "
Forty-five minutes have been assigned to discuss forty years of
business development. To fulfill my assignment, I want you to take a
verbal walk with me across these forty years . As your "tour guide" I
will attempt to point out those problems and solutions which have
resulted in one company growing in gross sales from $42,000 to $8,000,000;
from three to ninety people, and bank credit of -$800 to +$1,500,000.
Is this success?
Let me set the scene for you . One hundred and four years ago this
month, my father's father rode into Denton County Texas from Missouri on
a sorrel mare with 20¢ in his pocket . As a hired hand, a sharecropper,
then tenant, and later a land owner and family head he gave our family a
taste of agriculture and hard work. Since the family farm wasn't large
enough to support his boys too, they struck out on their own. My father
in turn was a farmer, a cotton buyer, a grain buyer, a wool buyer , a
country merchant, and a speculator who went broke two or three times .
He left me, primarily with a good name and a small line of credit in
spite of family indebtedness and judgements outstanding.

President, Harpool Seed, Inc., Denton Texas .
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My first job in this great seed industry was in 1934. As a schoolboy , working in the summer, I shoveled Nortex oats into the hopper of a
14 ft . elevator of a Clipper 27B seed cleaner . Then, after attaching a
10 oz. burlap, 5 bu . (160 lbs) oat bag to the sack-off spout , I had to
lift the filled bag of oats onto a set of scales, even weigh it, sew it,
attach tags, and certification seals . After stacking five bags on a
hand truck, pushing it up an incline into a box car which was loaded to
visible capacity, these seed were shipped to the Mississippi delta where
they were to be planted in the fall. I also owed this pl um'' job to my
father who had prevailed upon the manager of the Denton County Pedigreed
Grain Association to let me work only 12 hours a day and sti ll pay me a
full $1. 50 .
11

After four years in college and two years in business with my
father as a cotton, grain and wool buyer, the roof fell in and I found
it was ln My Hands. Our warehouse was full of wool purchased with
borrowed money , the market was dropping and my father suffered a stroke
from which he never fully recovered.
11

11

In 1941, following the death of the manager of the seed company
where I f i rst \'JOrked, my father and I bought the manager' s part of
the business on the basis of assuming his indebtedness. The one bright
spot was the good business we had established by shipping certified New
Nortex oats to Louisiana and Mississippi. However, during the winters
of 1940-41 and 1941-42 green bug infestations wiped-out our oat production. We lost our product base!
Imagine that you are a country oat processor in Denton County,
Texas, its 1942, and you have no oats to process or sell , what do you
do? Go to your banker and say, lts in your hands? No, you recognize
the need for New Nortex oats in Texas. But, how do you reverse your
objectives, your operations, and buy oats in Mississippi to be sold in
Texas? Our so lution was to get the plant breeder and director of the
experiment station at Denton, where ~ew Nortex oats were developed, and
go to Mississippi. We spent two weeks inspecting, buying and shipping
carload lots of New Nortex oats from the Delta back to Texas and our
business was saved, or was it?
11

11

In 1934, 90% of the company's business was in oats. By 1941, when
I joined the company, oats still accounted for 50% of the sales, last
year only 1%. We are still in the seed oat business but the mules which
pulled the plows and ate the oats are gone. Additionally, we found that
with improved varieties Mississippi could produce more oats than we
could.
Are you still walking along with me? Is 1% of gross sales worth
the time and effort we used? Yes, when it represents more dollars than
the 90% did in 1934. Yes , when it represents a PVP protected oat variety
which your company controls . Yes, when it helps pay the overhead on
storage , processing and delivery facilities. Yes, when the seed are in
and out before other seed crops are harvested . Yes, when it fills a
need in the market place.
11

II
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What does all this ta lk about what some would consider as a "dyi ng
dog" have to do with my topic, "Developing the Management System?"
Everything . Out of the trials and tribulations of buying , processing
and sel ling oats and staying solvent came the developments which forced
us to take a hard look at what we were doi ng and what we had to do.
My goal in this walk with you is to set the stage for all of us to
take home new ideas and information, gain new friends and set new goals
and objectives to use for a lifetime. In 1952, twenty-s ix years ago,
I sat in a chair during this short course . I still treasure the friends
made and the knowledge gained here.
A few more words about our company. We have been basic in the
small grain seeds from our beginnings. However, to survive and grow we
have handled feeds , herbicides, fertilizers, motor boats , birds, garden
hose , pansies, apple trees, zozyiagrass. Indeed, in 1977 we handled
over 4,000 individual products but yet we are a seed company. Our
primary trade territory has expanded from three counties in 1942 to over
100 today. Denton County had 24 cotton gins in 1938 . It has only one
today . We have had to change to service an ever changing clientle.
Let us continue our tour by looking at some specific facts and
considerations which reflect some milestones and maybe mil lstones in the
development of our management system .
The data presented in Table 1 summarize the sales, personnel,
facilities and credit growth since 1942.
Tabl e 1.

Year

Harpool Seed, Inc. - Growth 1942- 78.

Gross Sales
(000 Dollars)

Employees
Total Outside
Sales

Capital
($)

Bank
Credit

Space
(sq . ft )

($)

1942
42
1947
410
1952
660
1957
570
1962
1,095
1967
1, 225
3,068
1972
1977 (10 mos) 6,874
1978
8, 000(est)

3
6

0

17
20
24
35

0
0
0
2
4
6

90

8

9

400

-800

5,000

1,000,000 1,500,000

100,000

Not reflected in the statistical data is the fact that the corporation which is currently operated as Harpool Seed , Inc. has changed
both its name and owner-management system on several different occasions
since 1942 . Of passing interest to some is the fact that one of the
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current staff members of the Seed Technology Laboratory became our 13th
employee in 1955. Although he may have considered this as unlucky, his
efforts convinced us that we couldn•t survive simply by selling seed
oats at the wholesale level. He became our first, part-time, outside
salesman . Within five years we had two full-time, outside salesmen and
our first $1 million sales year. Thus, it took 20 years to develop the
basic framework for the business we have today.
Case Studies - Management Decisions
Situation 1
November 1962, sales were looking good, might exceed a million
dollars for the first time. The problem: should we add a second outside
salesman to work in east Texas? Many factors had to be considered among
which were the costs and the sales volume necessary to justify a positive decision. Excerpts from a memo which I took from the file are as
follow:
.. From a quick analysis of the possibility of moving into the East
Texas area with another outside salesman, it seems that this might be
profitable if a volume over $150,000.00 yearly could be attained. This
is figuring 60% Field Seed at 15% Gross Profit and 40% Allied Lines with
a 20% Gross Profit. ------------- 11
11

Although there is a possiblity that a profit might be made if you
have sufficient volume and can hold your gross profit ratio, there is
also the direct investment necessary to finance this venture. For a
$200,000 volume of business it would be necessary to invest $4,000.00 in
a truck, $16,000.00 in accounts receivable and $26,000.00 if you could
handle this volume from your present warehousing facilities.--- - -~~
Decision: Hire a salesman. One result, total sales the next year
decreased by $15,000. In fact, it was three years and another salesman
before our sales volume increased by the desired $200,000 but we were
learning to more carefully scrutinize lines and merchandise, make
adjustments in assignment of personnel and capital outlays so we survived.
As previously mentioned ours has always been a diversified company
in terms of our product mix. For accounting and management purposes,
the company was divided into several different departments i.e. field
seed (the largest in terms of dollar sales) fertilizers, chemical and
allied lines, nursery, etc. As the different departments developed,
their needs and goals became more diverse. My next example is an example of the type conflict which often faces the management in its
struggle to develop a diversified company.
Situation 2. Each year I have the manager of each department
prepare a list of goals for the next year. The quotes below are taken
from the list prepared by the manager of our chemical and allied lines
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department. At this time, 1965, this department was involved in both
wholesale and retail sales.
11

11

1.

Closer cooperation between department heads in planning and
operations.

2.

A continuation of the saturday sales meetings, schedu led no
later than 9 AM.

3.

A more efficient 11 route delivery service based on the needs of
a 11 departments.

6.

A closer first hand look in the field both at the consumer
level and dealer level at chemical sales and dealer supply
problems of the chemical division by the corporation president, and a careful analysis of the uniqueness and individuality of those problems."

Concerning this last statement, the department manager clearly
percieved that the needs of the dealers in the Dallas-Ft. Worth metropolitan area were different than those whose primary customers were
farmers. Further, he recognized that to build sales in both areas we
must not only recognize the differences but develop policies to serve
both groups of clientle.
He made other comments but I now want to read and excerpt of this
department manager's general conclusions. .. Field seed, while at the
present enjoying for the larger portion of our sales, stands isolated in
that its problems; purchases, sales, storage and delivery are unique
within themselves. All other divisions of the company have at least
some parts of each of the above phases of their business which are
similar. To attempt to operate the entire corporation along field seed
procedures and to base plans and decisions for all departments on the
experience and needs of this division would be in gross error. Many
companies in the past have gone out-of-business or have dropped either
field seed or chemicals because they were not able to comprehend or cope
with this basic difference." - - - ''I also see that we are standing on
the threshold of greatly increased sa les and possible rapid expansion:
such being the case, now is the critical time to plan rapidly and wisely
thus avoiding future indecision, confusion and loss of profits."
The "boss" is the only one who can do some things for any company.
However, the key personnel or unit managers can make or break a diversified company such as ours. I hope that you noticed that this division
manager was concerned not only about his department but the growth of
the total organization . The memo prompted many agonizing decisions and
actions but four years later we enjoyed our first $2 million sa lesyear.
Not all memos from the department heads are as profound as the one
above. What is of vital importance is that the management be continually
informed of the problems large and small which affect the business
operation. As an example of how specifc problems can build in a rapidly

6

growing company , almost without being noticed by the top management, let
me now site a situation report submitted by the ma nager of warehousing
and delivery.
Situation 3. "In 1957, we had 1 old bobtail truck and it was only
used once in a while . Since then we have moved forward to where the
company has 4 tractors, 13 bobtails, 3 company pickups , 5 forklifts and
10 trailors''.
"The paper work it takes to keep up with a11 records we have to
keep in Trucking is more than the total office paper work was in 1957.
For the company to grow we have to give our dealers the best serv ice
possible. To do this we have to keep up with all laws and regulations .
This in itself is a great task. We deliver into our delivery area at
least once a week and I feel we give our dealers the best service possible. The service costs the company a great deal each year. It also has
helped us in many ways grow to the company we are now and will help us
compete with our competition in the years to come."
The important points to be made from the last two situations are
the need for communication among all levels of management and a continuous effort to inform, update and train personnel at all levels to
get full mileage from all facets of your operations.
During the late 60 1 s and early 70's two of the needs identified
were: to automate the handling of accounts receivable, inventory, etc .
and to establish a company-controlled source of the non-hybrid sorghum
seed. To meet both of these needs required a major management decisions.
Situation 4. After much study and analysis by the management team
the dec1s1on was made to form a secondary corporation to provide the
needed commodity sorghums, rather than acquire these seed from other
companies. The new corporation purchased the assets of a company in
west Texas in 1971.
Years following the formation and operation of this new company
were very frustra t ing and costly for the following reasons:
1.

The commodity market became very competitive and planting
needs changed as market changed.

2.

Qualified branch management was hard to obtain and keep in
a small rural town in a seasonal business.

3.

Crop failures resulted due to drought and hail.

4.

Farmers in this dry-land area were unable to produce needed
seed. Consequently, the production area moved to irrigated
areas which resulted in freight costs and other added handling. Production costs became a factor on low yields.

5.

Direct marketing by farmers increased cost of seed.

6.

Expenses continued year-around on a highly seasonal business.
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In 1977 the decis ion was made to divert the activities of this subsidary
company to its parent, which resulted in cl osing operations . The facility is still owned and is available for rejuvination when and if the
need arises.
Situation 5. Planning and studying the need for automation began
in the l ate 60 1 s by management and outside consultants. As bus iness
continued to grow, and the Nicholson Seed Company was added to the
company's operations in 1974 a positive decision to automate was made.
Several computers were analyzed for the particular needs of the company .
The system was instal led with a fu l l acccounts receivable, invoicing and
perpetual inventory reporting of the lawn and garden division and field
seed divisions were started i·n 1975. However , due to the differences in
invoicing and reporting, sales of seed and lawn and garden products the
company is only now, (3) years later, finalizing a completely automated
system including invoicing, inventory control, product reporting,
general ledger accounting, and accounts payable .
This ful l system we believe will enable us to do a good job of
controlling inventory, sel l ing, delivery, invoicing and collection of
receivables . But , the price has been high and the frustrations great.
r~y reCOITillendation is to make sure you have qualified personnel to develop your software prior to beginni ng a comptuer system.
Of these two situations, which represents the best management
decision? Even now I cannot state that one decision was better than the
other. In both situations we tried our best to evaluate the current and
future situation, consulted with those who could or should be of assistance and then spent days working to make each operation work to the
benefit of our organization. Maybe the "best" or most important decision was not that of undertaking these two operations but to stop the
one that was limiting the organization's growth.
Now I want to emphas ize what I have found to be one of the keys to
successful management, some might call it participatory management. The
key I'm talking about is the assignment of responsibility.
About 10 years ago several of the department heads starting thinking that they might do better if they moved to other jobs since our
management system really permitted little input except in the purely
technical aspects of the business. Additionally, I, the general manager, was in good health, therefore, the prospects for change in management methodology was not too good from their viewpoint. As a family
corporation, we cou ld have let these men move on and hired replacements,
after all it was our money and our business!
Our decision was to turn the reins of each department over to the
manager along with the challenge, "Lets see what you can do?" Their
response to our challenge can best be summarized by the fact that each
department is now bigger than the entire company was 10 years ago, we
became a management team. We planned together, worked our plan, and
shared mutually in our successes and failures.

8

To give you a better idea of how we manage the company let me cite
portions of the memos of three meetings which took place between December 22 last year and January 25 this year. Please note that the key to
this managment system is the continous evaluation and planning for
Where we are going?", where do we want to go? .. and "how. are we going to
arrive?" Another way of looking at it is: write it; justify it; prove
it, and stay after it (if you're sure it will payoff) .
11

In December 1976, we had listed the goals and objectives for our
company for 1977. Time does not permit listing all of these goals but
at the top of the list was corporate productivity . Among the specific
accompli shments for the year as li sted during the December 22, 1977
staff meeting were:
1.

Application for and approval of a $750,000 loan for long-term
financing.

2.

Corporate fiscal yea r was changed.

3.

A certified audit was completed.

4.

Improved sales effort in Oklahoma area and the addition of
a salesman in that territory.

5.

Credit policy was re- written and a procedure implemented to
set up wholesale charge customers.

6.

Decision made to handle all vegetable seed through the
Da 11 as branch.

7.

Implementation of a small grain varietal development research
program .

8.

The l egume testing program was expanded.

9.

A field day was held at the company farm.

10.

Several employees passed exams for certification as insecticide applicators.

11 .

A management advisor consu l tant was placed on retainer.

12.

Regu l arly scheduled staff meetings improved departmental
conmunications.

13.

Gardening classes were taught at the retai l store.

14.

Procedures for hiring and up-grading new personnel were
impl emented.

A total of 34 specific accomplishments were listed. At the same staff
meeting, the gene·r al and departmental managers were assigned responsi-
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blity for developing the detailed goals, objectives and projected budgets for 1978. 0~ January 25, the following summary of goals and objectives were discussed and agreed to.
1.

Increase sales and profits (the specific products and gross
profits).

2.

Reduce competition between departments (move from incentive
bonuses based on departmental profits to overall company
profits) .

3.

Greater push on proprietary lines.

4.

Develo p a detailed plan of operations through top management to outline direction of company for 5 and 10 year periods.

5.

New products through market research (Is our merchandizing
committee functioning?)

6.

Constant product and sales analysis (When do you drop a
product or change to another source).

7.

Training programs for employees in all areas {specifical ly
telephone, insurance, product knowledge, computor).

8.

Help our customers to become more profitable (Dealer training and educational aids).

9.

Better service to our customers (constant monitoring of delivery areas for better service in sales and delivery).

(Sales development).

By li sting and discussing these goals everyone in the organization
has knowledge not just about the goals but specifica lly how they can
make a contribution to achieving these goals. It should become apparent
to everyone that the simple task of properly answering the telephone is
important when time is taken from the work day to give instruction on
what to say , and what to do.
In addition to reviewing what has happened and what will happen
(our goals) lets briefly review some of the specifics of what was
happening at this point in time by reviewing some of the comments recorded in the minutes of the staff meeting held on Jan uary 19. This was
a month after the meeting where we reviewed our accomplishments but a
week before we agreed to our yearly goals . Note how the past, present
and future tie together.
1.

Manager- Chemical and allied lines
(a)

Discussed the new products form and advised that the
sales, accounting, trucking and management had approved
its use.

10

(b) The Texas Assoc . of Nurserymen is sponsoring a greenhouse tour. The Company will pay expenses of employees
who participate .
(c)

2.

3.

4.

S.

6.

Discussed briefly goals and objectives to be unified
wi th the company as a whole. Presently getting vendor
lines analyzed to obtain complete history by quarte r,
salesman and outlet to permit analysis of each account.

Manager - General Sales
(a)

Outlined current promotions planned .

(b)

Has started with in-house sales personnel and outside
salesmen regarding certification as nurserymen. Working
on product training and gross margin mark-up with some
employees.

(c)

Discussed future promotions working with dealers to
make more profits and also incentives for dealers'
customers on sales promotions.

Controller
(a)

Updated the credit maintenance program .

(b)

All budgets for 1978 have been completed except retail
field seed and the're ready to print.

(c)

Discussed quarterly projections for the year .

Manager - Field Seed
(a)

Outlined plans to improve gross profits and gave
percentage increases in '77 and 78 and projections
for '79.

(b)

Discussed specific "bottlenecks" and work being done
to eliminate them.

Manager - Warehouse and Trucking
(a)

Reported on training of new emp l oyees and re-training
of old employees to increase warehousing effeciency.

(b)

Presented specific recommendations resulting from the
meeting with the three warehouse managers .

Computer Coordinator
(a)

Discussed effects of different programs on the users.

(b)

Offered specific assistance to managers whose people
are having difficulty with individual programs.
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7.

8.

Manager- Retail Store
(a)

Discussion regarding percentage margins.

(b)

Checking possibility of selling onion sets to northern
markets if production exceeds company needs .

President and General Manager
(a)

Had meeting with "outside" directors to discuss goals
and direction of company. Established specifi c time
for monthly meeting with Executive Advisory Committee .

(b)

Led discuss i on rega rding an overall bonus or renumeration on a company wide basis, not departmental.

(c)

Discussion of, Where are we going to be in 5 years.
11

(1)

More concrete long range plans needed.

(2)

Staff (managers) should develop plans and
alternatives - costs on alternative plans must be
developed .

(3)

Long range markets will be examined.

(4)

Product mix wi l l be examined department by department .

(5)

A comprehensive, long range plan of sales operations
and strategy should be developed by the end of
1978.

I hope that you have been able to fo l low the thread of continuity
and the manner in which we have developed a management system as we have
changed from a $40,000 business to a multi-million dollar business.
Cl early, flexibility has been another key to the success we have worked
for and enjoyed.
Outside Assistance
Thus far in our walk I have focused your attention primarily upon
the growth of the internal operations and management of our company.
Let me briefly discuss the importance and characteristics of some of the
"outside" assistance which I believe is necessary for "successful "
management.
Again I wil l use our organization as an example but I strongly
believe the principles encompassed are applicable to most situations.
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I have four sets of advisors, each of which makes a specific input
into the planning, execution and s t rategic development of the company.
These advisors are· the board of directors, the executive staff, the
executive committee, and a confidant. The Board of Directors should be
composed of persons of varied background and experience from both inside
and outside the company. Board members must be dedicated to the success
of the business and this requires that they be successful in their own
lives and professions. Since we are on a tour, the Board might be
considered as the mapmakers.
The Executive Staff is composed of all the key employees of the
company. As the name implies they are the staff responsible for the dayto-day execution of the business . They are the motor and wheel s of the
business vehicle.
The Executive Committee is composed of especially qualified members
of the Board which are dedicated to assisting the top management in
making major decisions. In effect they assist the manager in determining whether to turn left, right or steer straight ahead at each
crossroad.
The fourth source of outside assistance is a Confidant . This is a
person who can keep you on the "right side of the road ". The top man,
the driver, whether president, chairman, or manager needs one man as his
confidant. A man who is tried and proven beyond a doubt to be a friend.
One in whom the most delicate and critical secrets can be intrusted and
discussed in an open, positive manner . Thus must be a man without bias
but highly experienced . Let me add that a true confidant is exceedingly
difficult to find . Who is your advisor? Who is your counsellor? Who
is your confidant?
Most of you are not presidents or maybe even managers so you might
ask, "how does a young person in our business "get ahead?" I believe
that you can start at any level but wherever you start you wil l have to
study - study your job, study your business, study your company, study,
study, study! Then act upon what you have learned from your studies .
Document it!, justify it!, prove it! and stay after it!
Gentlemen, thank you for taking this walk with me. As you continue
to walk through this short course you will gain invaluable knowledge of
our seed industry's technology and its challenges. You will see and
understand that it is- "In Your Hands " .

